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			To my husband. Sorry I wrote a romance.

		

	
		
			1

			Kitable crossed off the charcoal writing, discouraged. The code line broke the flow of the spell and would sour it beyond use. He would have to start again.

			He tossed the useless vellum onto the stack that had formed on the table before him, burying the various broken or half-finished enchanted trinkets. Somewhere near the other edge of the table, a cup of tea was getting cold.

			Shimmer was reading yet another ancient book in the other room, seeking a reference to focuses. It seemed a waste; her energy would be better put toward honing her skills and reducing the words of a spell as he was doing. Although much of their magic was arranged in pre-casted hovering spells, efficiently casting a spell from scratch was invaluable under duress. Shortening one word out of a dozen could save time and, possibly, their lives.

			He had put distance between them deliberately. Something about Shimmer seemed off this morning, and he did not want her apparent distraction throwing off his work. She was still determined to find the secret behind the focus, claiming it could be a vital tool in defensive situations, but her efforts led to constant dead ends, and he was too discouraged to keep at it. All he knew about a focus was that it was not something made of wizard magic. That made it uninteresting.

			There was a knock on his door, and preoccupied, Kitable did not even consider his response. “Go away!” he snapped.

			“Tough,” the deep voice replied from the other side of the door. “You have to open the door for me, Kit.”

			Had he failed to recognize the voice, Kitable would have known the speaker by the nickname. Only one man alive called him “Kit.”

			Leaving his work, Kitable opened the door to admit King Tohmas.

			“Unexpected visit, my King,” he said. He saw Prime Protector Carsh in the hallway but gave the tough Rydan a look that prompted him to stay outside. Kitable closed the door quickly. Carsh hated magic anyway. He’d be glad for the excuse to stay in the hallway.

			“Being unexpected,” the king replied, “is why my enemies hate me.”

			Although the King of Espar visited about every mooncycle, he always paused within the entrance to Kitable’s chambers, claiming to be checking if anything had changed. The chambers, although spacious, were sparsely decorated and jumbled. Bookcases filled with either magical trinkets or books lined all walls but one, and their contents varied depending on the research whims of Kitable and Shimmer’s recent projects. The smooth white wizard-stone of the ceiling was marred by various stains, splatters, and two curious green lines that had appeared after a confrontation with an old curse; they had faded to a blue lately. The one bare wall bore windows that looked over an elaborate garden in late summer. He’d adjusted that enchantment last quartercycle to better bring in the light during the afternoon. The chambers were underground in truth, but it would be hard to tell.

			Finishing his assessment, the king found a seat at the cluttered table. King Tohmas had instigated the custom of offering drinks during meetings, making it expected for Kitable to immediately offer his patron the only beverage he had available: the tea Shimmer had made that morning. He quickly dug out the tea cup and topped it off from the ever-warm tea pot. The king accepted it as smoothly as any drink, although the small cup looked like a toy in his large, rough hands.

			Shimmer stuck her head into the room to investigate. She should have been able to guess the identity of their visitor. King Tohmas was the only person Kitable could be convinced to let in.

			Her face brightened to see their patron sitting his bulk on a rickety chair. She had been pestering him to get the seat fixed, or at least reinforce it magically, for almost a year. Her grin now suggested she wondered if it would collapse under the king and prove her right.

			But then, Shimmer was always smiling. Kitable could scarcely remember half a dozen moments lacking her grin since he had met her three years ago. Since becoming his apprentice, Shimmer had shed her colorful clothing and jewelry. Now, she was typically found in plain ankle-length dresses and shawls, her crimson hair tucked away under cowls and wimples. She looked nothing like the performer and apothecary who had traveled Espar, except for her persistent apothecary bag. He spotted it over her shoulder even now.

			“So,” the king said, “how are you and Shimmer getting along?”

			Every mooncycle, Kitable would be accosted to provide an update for his patron. It had never been so direct before, but assuming the king’s purpose was the same, Kitable asked Shimmer to clean the world’s mobile.

			“It’s not dirty,” she replied.

			“You are assuming I want you to clean it because it is dirty.”

			Her smile grew, warning him he would not like her next sentence. “No, I’m pointing out I know you are not asking me to clean it because it’s dirty.” She skipped back into the side room, allowing Kitable to sit across from his patron in temporary peace.

			“You two doing all right?” the king asked.

			“She is disobedient, headstrong, and useless,” Kitable said. After letting the words settle, he added, “She’s also eavesdropping.”

			“Oie!” Shimmer’s voice came from the side room.

			“Eavesdropping is unbecoming of a lady!” he shouted.

			“Whoever said I was a lady?” she shouted back.

			Instead of getting into yet another debate, Kitable said a single word. One of the many pre-casted spells hovering around him answered by sealing the side room with a Wind Barrier.

			“That will hold her for a short while,” Kitable explained. “Not long.” He’d spent the last two years cultivating her talent in magic. He could not be upset by her adeptness.

			“So, how is she really doing?” the king asked.

			With his apprentice no doubt already working through the spell’s defenses, Kitable did not have time to be ambiguous. “She is brilliant,” he admitted. “She has the most critical, beautiful way of thinking. These days, our work has us both making discoveries. I am not sure there is anything else I can teach her.” The admission caught him by surprise. If he had nothing left to teach her, Shimmer’s apprenticeship was ending. He did not like the thought.

			“Are you two available?”

			His response was as reflexive as his earlier dismissal of the knock. “I hate missions.”

			The king chuckled into his cup. “No, you like missions. They give you something to work on. You hate missions that make you leave your room.” With a mischievous smile, he added, “You are not going to like this one.”

			“So where are we going?”

			“Lour.”

			Kitable’s stomach sank. He did not like traveling anywhere in Espar, but the Province of Lour in the west was his least favorite destination. In the last twenty years since he had left it, he had visited exactly once and still thought that one time too many.

			Proving further that he was losing the shrewdness they had come to love, the king did not seem to notice Kitable’s discomfort.

			“Digging?” Kitable wondered. If he was going to clean out more collapsed tunnels, he would be annoyed but not concerned. He could finish that kind of job quickly and be out before anyone thought too hard about it.

			“More complicated,” the king said. “The problem was in StonePeak for a while; it appears to have moved.”

			“What exactly is the problem?”

			The king shrugged his massive shoulders. “I do not know.”

			“So why does this involve me?”

			“Because it is probably magic.”

			“Probably?”

			“‘Probably’ is why I appreciate you, Kitable. One way or another, you will know.”

			Unable to argue the point, the master wizard asked, “If it is no longer in StonePeak, where is it?”

			Putting down the teacup gently, the king leaned forward. “A small village east of StonePeak called Woodcutter’s Retreat. It’s—”

			“I know it.”

			Kitable’s unease was too obvious this time for the king to miss.

			“You’ve lived in Galanth for your entire life except for our move here to Trulin’s border, to my knowledge. You going to explain how you know such an insignificant corner of Lour?”

			Kitable shook his head. There was no point.

			“Right…” The king shrugged. “They have been getting some odd activities, like thefts with no trace, strange lights, noises. No one can figure it out, so Kingsman Loritat came to me. You up for it?”

			He wished he could say “no,” but Kitable had never been able to refuse Tohmas, and problems in Woodcutter’s Retreat already made him nervous. He would investigate regardless. It would be easier if he did so officially.

			“I will check it out and travel up if necessary. Is that satisfactory?”

			The king grinned and finished his tea in a single swallow like shooting spirits. “I never expect less of you.”

			“You should, you know,” he reminded the king, but Tohmas did not seem to hear him.

			Shimmer broke down the Wind Barrier in time to hear the king’s farewell.

			She looked like she had something to say, but Kitable’s frown discouraged her. Instead, she went back to disassembling the world’s mobile for cleaning.
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			Long after the sun had drifted under the horizon, Shimmer found her way to her room in the Manor of Trulinar. Needing to earn her keep if she wanted to have money for food later, she’d finished her work with Kitable and then worked in the kitchens. She was exhausted, yet her mind continued to turn over the research. Mysteries were her favorite pastime, at least until they interfered with her sleep.

			She could hear her bed calling by her full name by the time she finally returned to her room.

			To her surprise, Prime Protector Carsh met her in the hallway, his tattooed chest bare and his wrists wrapped in dried grasses traditional to the Rydans of the Outlands.

			He was not her favorite person, although they had come to an understanding at some point. The prime protector’s mission in life was to kill wizards whenever he was not occupied defending the king and queen, and his skill made Shimmer’s skin prickle with sweat whenever someone mentioned his name. The multitude of knives he carried and his proficiency with them made her fear well founded.

			He had not threatened her recently out of respect for Kitable, but that relationship was at risk of changing in a blink if Carsh ever believed Shimmer meant King Tohmas harm.

			Thankfully, another voice called her away from the prime protector. “Miss Weaver,” King Tohmas greeted her, “a word?”

			King Tohmas and Queen Arnika advanced down the corridor, the larger group of protectors at their backs keeping a respectful distance. The king dwarfed his petite wife, standing taller than any other man Shimmer knew. As far as Shimmer was concerned, he had one supernatural power: he could ask a question and make someone want to obey. Although he paused to let her reply, the answer was already decided.

			“Any time, my King,” she said, eyeing the Rydan prime protector who lounged against her door. She met his toothy grin with a smirk, recognizing the game. Rydans understood only one thing: strength. She could not show hesitation.

			Her greatest strength was her magic. She whispered a word to activate one of her hovering—ready but inactive—spells. The new shield, designed to stop any physical contact from the front, appeared between them. It was not visible, but the prime protector was one of the few in the world who could detect magic without being a wizard, and he recognized the demonstration of power. Chuckling in satisfaction, he moved aside.

			She had to disarm three wards before she touched the handle to her room.

			Dumping her bag by the door by habit, Shimmer left the door open for her guests. She rummaged for cups, knowing etiquette demanded she serve drink as a hostess, but the queen stopped her.

			“We appreciate it, Shimmer, but it’s approaching midnight. We won’t be long,” Queen Arnika said softly. The little woman’s voice had gained strength as the years went by, and she fell into her position as ruler of Espar. With her son nearing his second birthday, the queen was again pregnant, although it was hard to tell on her tiny frame. She had given birth without difficulty, a contradiction to her build, much like her strength and her quiet demeanor.

			The couple left the protectors in the hallway and wandered into Shimmer’s mess. The king seemed instantly fascinated by her cluttered room. Even the bed hid under broken trinkets and half-finished items. There never seemed to be time left for tidying; Shimmer’s mind was continuously occupied by the next project.

			“You’re in late,” King Tohmas said absently, watching one of her glass shard mobiles built to demonstrate light refractions with wonder.

			“I work evenings,” she said.

			“Kitchen?”

			She nodded.

			“And with your father?” Queen Arnika prompted, making Shimmer bite her lip in reluctance. Match and Mixer, the moving show and apothecary shop, had a reputation she kept unconnected to her work with Master Kitable.

			Seeing her hesitation, the queen frowned. “I would hate to think you had given up your dancing!” When the king glanced at his wife with one eyebrow raised, the queen laughed. “Well, someone had to say it, and if you did, people might start terrible rumors. I, on the other hand, can compliment Shimmer on her dancing with complete impunity.”

			“I still dance,” Shimmer confessed. “I Relocate to Wayburn.” The casual mention of such a potent spell was wasted on the king and queen; they had no idea how complicated it was to cast the spell that accurately moved an entire person to a prescribed location. It had taken her a year under Kitable’s tutelage to master it, but with Master Kitable as the only other caster they knew, it was no wonder they thought such advanced magic commonplace. “I go at least once a quartercycle. I use a disguise and…” She trailed off, thinking that was a lie. She didn’t wear a disguise at Match and Mixer. She wore one here.

			“We did not come here to protect our reputations,” Queen Arnika consoled.

			The king nodded. “I wanted to ask you about…” The sentence fell off when he caught sight of a spinning orb, part of a trinket she was working on. Like an unfocused child, the man’s eyes fixed on the orb with complete absorption.

			Into the subsequent silence, the queen finished, “Kitable, Shimmer. We wanted to ask you about Wisavi Kitable. How is he?” Shimmer hadn’t heard anyone call him “wisavi” for a while. It was a formal title of advisor to the king, but when they worked together, Kitable was “master,” the title he had earned by being a wizard.

			A little baffled by the king’s distraction, Shimmer answered without censoring her reply. “Grouchy as ever.” She smiled apologetically at the queen’s bemused expression. “He is Master Kitable, my Queen. He hates that Rydan title, by the way.”

			“We had noticed he was acting strange these last mooncycles. A little shorter in temper?” the queen said.

			The use of the word “we” felt out of place. The king was not noticing much of anything.

			“I guess I agree he’s bristling more than usual,” Shimmer answered. “I’ve asked him about it, but he’ll not talk about it, at least not to—”

			“If not you, then no one, Shimmer,” Arnika insisted.

			“Good to hear he is doing well,” King Tohmas said, his smile surprisingly sincere. “We should let this poor girl sleep, my lady.”

			Knowing her words had never implied “well,” Shimmer looked at the queen for an explanation. King Tohmas was known for having a good sense of humor, but she heard no jesting in his voice. What had they discussed earlier in the day?

			“Can you give us a moment, my love?” Arnika said. “I think we might have some womanly things to discuss.”

			Dismissed like a servant, the king complimented Shimmer on her room, wished her and her father well, and left.

			Shimmer waited until he had closed the door. “Did I say—?”

			“Not you, Shimmer. It’s him. It gets worse when he is tired. It’s been a long day.”

			“It?” she asked. “I look at him and do not see the man who conquered Espar, my Queen. He seemed like a child! Like…” Knowing finishing the thought would insult the king further, Shimmer let it drop.

			Releasing a long sigh, the queen nodded grimly and finished, “Like his mind cannot see what is in front of him. Yes. I am sorry to bring this to you. Kitable already knows, but I wanted to tell you as well. Tohmas is unwell.” Her longing eyes went to the recently closed door. “Every mooncycle, he worsens. His ears hear one thing, but his mind another. As much as suggesting it would be seen as blasphemy, I believe it is SoulBurner’s doing.”

			Shimmer shook her head, knowing the reputation of the sword as a gift from the Goddess Inac, Tohmas’ patron goddess, but she stopped when she remembered the day he had accepted the blade from a red-haired woman.

			The legend claimed the Goddess Inac had presented the sword. Still, Shimmer had recognized all the fires as apothecary ploys and the presenter as Celebrant Loni FireDancer, a whore and holy woman who had been with the armies.

			No goddess had been involved. To reveal as much to the people of Espar would undermine Tohmas’ claim to Espar, but it made it likely the queen was right to suspect the enchanted weapon. Although the sword’s powers had been unexplained initially, they had found a source: untouchable powers. These strange powers were known to dispel wizard magic, but beyond that, their origins and uses were a mystery. Occasionally, people, usually celebrants to the gods, could manifest the power, but no one knew how to teach the ability.

			That was for the best, in Shimmer’s opinion. She didn’t want anyone using untouchable powers around her; beyond merely being immune to magic, a touch from an untouchable would destroy her magic trinkets and hovering spells too. They were a thing of nightmares for wizards.

			The queen smiled weakly. “He snuck away from me to give Kitable a mission, and while I agree with the mission, I needed you to know about the situation before you left. I wanted to ask if you might find something to help him. Kitable has already said it is of a different kind of magic than yours, the untouchable kind. It affects Tohmas the most when he is tired, so maybe something could help him stay aware longer? Anything that will help him keep up appearances.”

			“We will try,” Shimmer promised readily, knowing that her master would not object to such an oath. Tohmas had been Kitable’s patron for years, and she had no doubt the wizard was fond of his king.

			The king’s wife nodded in thanks. As she turned to go, she added, “I believe he was right to assign Kitable the task, so I will let it remain. Please keep me apprised.”

			Shimmer immediately bowed her head in obedience. The idea that the queen was dictating to her husband should have upset Shimmer, but if the king’s weakening mental capacity became widely known, the consequences would be far worse. They needed the king to hold the unity he had forced upon the land. Without him, Espar would revert to bickering princedoms and ancient feuds. The new kingdom was too young to be left on its own. They needed their king.

			Her fatigue had left entirely, and she doubted she could sleep with the new mystery to occupy her. A cursed sword? And how could they stop the sword if their magic was useless against it?

			Too agitated, she decided against sleep.

			The night felt darker than usual, and even the magic light of the wizard-stone manor could not lift the feeling. Desperate for relief, she took a long walk outside the Manor of Trulinar. Every time she left, she had to walk farther to leave the growing settlement and get beyond the cut trees. But once she was surrounded by old cedars and oaks, she cast her Relocation spell.

			In a blink, she was at Match and Mixer, which had set up a permanent place in Wayburn far in Espar’s south. Close enough to the southern borders, the apothecary shop attracted visitors from the Outlands as well as the regulars from Galanth’s capital, keeping her father’s apothecary business brisk. When the lamps on the street corners were going out, Match and Mixer closed its sides and put out the benches for the shows. Her father had his minor castings and juggling, but the show truly filled to capacity when Shimmer joined.

			Under the light of torches, finally allowed to dress comfortably and wear her jewelry, Shimmer found what she had come for—she danced.

			Her heart settled with the movement, her mind clearing. Along with cheers, coins, shouts and propositions, she drew a huge crowd. Here, she was not a practicing wizard; she was a dancer and apothecary.

			She was home.
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			For the first time in years, Shimmer dreamed. In her dream, Shimmer danced on a raised stage in her ribbons and bangles. Kitable watched but turned away when she tried to bring him to the stage with her. New hands reached out to her, inviting her to dance, and all the while, Kitable walked away, unwilling to dance.

			When she woke, her spells were gone, as sure as a kiss from an untouchable. She rolled out of bed feeling cold, naked, and annoyed. At least here, in her chambers within the Manor of Trulinar, she was protected. She relied on the other defenses as she rebuilt her hovering and defensive spells.

			She’d been due to replenish the spells regardless. Over a brief breakfast, she checked the tarot cards, something she knew Kitable would have scoffed at. It only confirmed something was afoot, but she was no closer to knowing what by the time she returned to Kitable’s room at her customary predawn hour.

			Kitable waited for her at the table.

			“You’ve been up all night, then?” she asked.

			Disgruntled, he shifted in his seat, then stood and moved to the shutters. His rooms were underground, but the windows still showed a view of the nearby gardens and the early sunrise when he pulled the shutters away. “What makes you say that?” he asked.

			There was no sign of fatigue in him, but he was prone to putting illusions over himself when showing weakness, making it possible what she saw was incorrect.

			“You made tea,” she pointed out, pouring herself a cup. “Means you have been up for a while.” The teapot was still hot, but Kitable’s cup was cold behind the stacks of books they had left there the night before.

			“I was Scrying.”

			“Without me?” she said. “I’m offended! Secrecy does not suit you!”

			“The king has asked us to look into a problem in Lour, so I was Scrying to determine if it merited our attention, Miss Weaver.”

			Shimmer’s heart skipped a beat, but she only raised an eyebrow outwardly. “Bad news?” she guessed. It wouldn’t be about her, she assumed. Queen Arnika would have mentioned if the quest involved Shimmer’s previous life with Match and Mixer. And it wasn’t that anyone in Lour knew her well. She and her father avoided it.

			She wished Kitable had, after opening the shutters, kept looking out the enchanted wall and into the barely lit greenery outside. Instead, he turned, and his frown was prominent.

			“Have you been casting divinations, Miss Weaver?” Divinations were not as bad as thought magic, but they were a close second. He spoke as if implying she had been gambling.

			So it wasn’t to do with her; he was annoyed by her accuracy.

			“You called me ‘Miss Weaver,’” Shimmer answered with a smirk.

			“That is your name, Shimmer Weaver, or so you—”

			“You only call me ‘Miss Weaver’ when you’re upset,” Shimmer explained, finding her way to the table. “I get demoted to plain ‘WEAVER!’” she said, mimicking of his irritated shout, “when you’re mad at me, but ‘Miss Weaver’ is for when someone else is the source of your frustration. I am called Shimmer, remember? It took me a year to get you to use my name!”

			When he had no response, she chuckled, pleased to have rendered him speechless, and added, “So I conclude that you have come to an unpleasant decision. Since I know how much you love traveling, I supposed that means we must go somewhere. You mentioned Lour.” She tossed her hair, beaming at him. “So, how good are my mundane divinations doing?”

			He sat at the table with a grumble, trying, but not quite succeeding, to smother a small smile. “We are going to be traveling to Lour,” he confirmed. “Some problems, petty thefts, and whatnot.”

			Definitely, she decided, nothing to do with the blank section on her official papers under “mother’s name.” That was good. She had been nervous enough about putting her history on one of King Tohmas’ new identification papers, finding it all too permanent once it was spelled out.

			She dropped her ever-present sack on the floor beside him and dumped his cup back into the pot to be heated. She took to tidying the room since they had left out all the scrolls and ink from the day before. “Sounds far beneath the Wisavi of Espar,” she commented, pushing the worry out of her voice. She hoped their destination was not going to be the capital of Lour. Setting foot in StonePeak would probably not be a problem, but if they had to talk to the kingsman or his ilk, Shimmer worried she might upset a few things if she or, more importantly, her pedigree, was recognized.

			As predicted, Kitable snorted at the title, but her baiting look, tossed over her shoulder at him, at least made him smile again. He knew she’d goaded him. It seemed to lighten his mood.

			“It would be,” he confirmed, “but I cannot Scry on the problem, and my Reflections are coming up empty.” His pause was deliberate.

			Shimmer finished the thought. “Which means either a wizard blocking divination and alteration or an untouchable.”

			“Two years ago, I would have bet on wizards,” Kitable admitted, “but I have accidentally reduced the number of casters in Espar recently. It could be untouchable.”

			Putting away the books from the table, Shimmer grimaced. “If it’s an untouchable,” she said, “it shouldn’t be our problem. Why should wizards chase something that can’t be affected by magic?”

			“Because we can hit back if we’re smart about how, Shimmer. Tohmas’ men would be absolutely helpless against an untouchable manifesting power. Besides, untouchable powers work similarly to ours. We have a better understanding of them.”

			She blew a sigh at a loose strand of her hair in disbelief. “So, we’re going to Lour?” she asked, facing him squarely, hands on her hips. She had changed back into clothing more suited to living in the home of the King of Espar: a modest blouse and skirt with basic pouches and no jewelry. It was uncomfortable.

			Kitable nodded.

			“Just because the kingsman has a series of unexplained events that may or may not involve magic, which might be wizard or untouchable?” she pressed.

			Another nod.

			“No other reason?”

			The nodding stopped, and he narrowed his smoke-gray blue eyes on her. Her heart fluttered. “No other reason,” he repeated.

			“You’re hiding something. Something about Lour? Something…”

			“Gather your traveling supplies, Weaver.”

			There it was: “Weaver.”

			Her suspicions confirmed, she raised an eyebrow at him.

			Recognizing the slip, he put his head in his hand in frustration.

			Forgiving his refusal to elaborate, Shimmer kicked her bag. “I’m always ready to go. Just tell me when.” That was a part of her life: a quick escape. Her father had taught her that lesson repeatedly in her youth.

			“I need to speak to your father first,” he told her, visibly relieved that she had not pursued her questions. “I would rather not be recognized as we travel; his clothes should fit me. Faster to do that than try to arrange something locally.”

			Still in its infancy, the Manor of Trulinar housed only essential staff. The nearest towns were all small enough to be inconsequential, which had been the point. It was a retreat, not meant to host large gatherings or attract political attention. The kingsmen knew its location, but few others did.

			Finding a tailor locally would be impossible, but the mental image of her master, who was now in his mid-thirties, wearing her father’s flamboyantly colorful garb, made Shimmer giggle despite herself.

			“He’s at the shop, as always,” she said. “Will we need the cart horses?”

			The master wizard stood and sorted through his wardrobe. He picked out a traveling cloak and pouch. “No point. We’ll walk until we’re out of the area. Then we can Relocate closer.”

			“Closer?” she asked. “Not there?”

			Kitable shook his head. “If it’s a magic user, they may track the spell. I’m not ready to let the manor here become widely known. And I’d rather not arrive with a powerful spell advertising our involvement.”

			Traveling was familiar. She felt a twinge of excitement. “Should I be changing?” Shimmer asked.

			When Kitable looked at Shimmer, she blushed. For once, he seemed to be considering her appearance, her costume of bland colors and unassuming styles.

			“You should probably switch back to your old clothing,” he surprised and delighted her by saying. “We will go as merchants, so you should look the part.”

			He never concerned himself much with housekeeping, not even when leaving for long periods. Hurrying to follow, she failed to put away the cups and tea.

			“So am I wrong about this being more than just about some petty thefts?” she called, grabbing her bag and skipping after him as he left.

			“You are wrong, Miss Weaver,” he replied.

			She smirked. “You are so bad at lying.”

			She pretended she didn’t see his partially concealed defeated smile.
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			They were on the road by midday. Kitable had swapped into one of Dust’s colorful shirts and baggy trousers and wore a diklo around his throat because Shimmer’s father had insisted “the outfit isn’t complete without it.” The short scarf—a radiant maroon at odds, in Kitable’s opinion, with the purple and black shirt—itched. At quiet times, he forgot it was there, then suddenly felt like someone was trying to strangle him.

			The jewelry was mostly plain, but several magic trinkets, basic ones that could justifiably be in the hands of a merchant such as Dust Weaver, were interspersed. His belt was the type used by tinkers or cutters, holding a dozen small pouches of various sizes and descriptions.

			Shimmer matched him in style, although that meant every garment was from a different source, and none matched in color. Her blouse was cut short, reaching the bottom of her ribcage, and hung off a shoulder most of the time. Her skirts were layered heavily from hip to ankle yet did not impede her movement. She wore a thin vest, and her jewelry was far more ostentatious than his, yet flattering. Her brilliant red hair had been partially tied instead of hidden under a hood or bandanna. Beads and bangles danced in the thick locks, at least two of the beads enchanted.

			He did not blame her. He had taught her those enchantments and the paranoia that made them both expect to need the defensive magic.

			Once out of the manor, she all but glowed in excitement, a fact Kitable expected to resent. Instead, he found himself catching some of her enthusiasm. He had not seen her so relaxed since they had first agreed to an apprenticeship. He knew the politics of the king stifled her. She had worked to overcome the confines of the stationary life, yet he had seen some of her shimmering dim.

			The roads nearest the Manor of Trulinar were packed earth. Once on the main road, the trail grew wide enough to allow waggons. Since Prince Tohmas’ conquest of the lands, the roads had become the responsibility of the kingsmen. Seemingly terrified King Tohmas might find their efforts inadequate, each kingsman competed for the prestige of the best paths. In Solta, they were well maintained.

			Had they been planning to walk or ride the distance to Woodcutter’s Retreat, they could have expected nearly a mooncycle of travel, including a stretch through mountains. Instead, only the first and last day of the journey would be on foot. It was a perk to being a caster, Kitable had to admit. That long in the saddle would have left him very sore.

			They followed along treed paths, standing aside for waggons or riders, nodding to fellow travelers on the road. They could not easily discuss magic like they usually did without revealing themselves; wizards were too few. Instead, Shimmer filled the time with stories about her travels and her father’s adventures, some of which Kitable doubted he believed.

			But as evening fell and they set a basic camp, she surprised him by saying, “So, your patron’s wife came to talk to me.”

			She had timed the conversation carefully. They were alone, and it was unlikely anyone would be moving about in the shadows, risking losing the road or coming across a predator. These roads were wide but not well frequented. Still, avoiding the names was good practice, even if it seemed unnecessary.

			“Did she?”

			“She wanted me to know about her husband’s condition,” Shimmer said.

			His suspicion confirmed, Kitable frowned. “Good to know.”

			“Have you looked into it? It is truly untouchable?”

			“Without a doubt,” he confirmed, “which is why we suspect the source we do.”

			“Have you spoken to the celebrants about it?”

			He could not help but smile. Shimmer had been presented with a problem and would seek the answer until the world ceased to be. Solving problems filled her with a contagious enthusiasm Kitable enjoyed.

			“Calanor is difficult to track down these days,” he admitted, “and Celebrant Sedgan is inconsistently manifesting, depending on his degree of faith. Of course, the real source, the one person I could expect to be able to do something about it, is dead.”

			He did not say Celebrant Loni’s name. Tohmas insisted it was severe bad luck to mention the name of an angry spirit out loud. Kitable suspected the concept came from Tohmas’ mixed upbringing, but he had never gotten around to asking a Rydan if it was a commonly held belief of their people.

			Shimmer considered the information for a long while, her eyes on a spot in their small campfire. Like her, his mind went to the troubles of the king’s sword, SoulBurner, and the difficulty manipulating it.

			The sword was legendary now, embedded in the myth of King Tohmas’ conquest of Espar. Kitable and Shimmer had witnessed its arrival, but Shimmer had easily explained every one of the “miracles” performed by the “goddess” who had briefly walked among them. Kitable knew he was one of the few who believed that the goddess thought to be Inac had been nothing more than the mad Celebrant Loni in disguise. Her tricks had fooled the masses efficiently, and Kitable had never seen cause to disrupt the devotion the event had brought to King Tohmas.

			“I wish you had told me sooner,” Shimmer said.

			“It was a delicate matter,” he apologized. “I was not permitted to tell you; otherwise, I would have. I find your assistance with such things useful.”

			When she adjusted her seat on the stone, it was by shifting her shoulders. They were bare again, the way he remembered her throughout the Northlander war and the conquest of Espar. It suited her so much better than the conservative attire she had worn lately.

			“Was that a compliment?” She laughed, and the sound of it made him smile. “Am I ill? Dying?”

			“Is it unreasonable to assume I find you an acceptable travel companion?”

			“Two compliments!” she exclaimed, feigning shock. “Wait, are you dying?”

			Her joyful jibe made him laugh aloud. It felt strange, and he sharply realized he had not laughed in some time. Perhaps she was not the only one stifled by the politics of Espar of late.

			“Not that I am aware of,” Kitable said. “But I admit, I have little to add to your musing right now.” He felt a yawn sneaking in. “I… I also am beginning to suspect that may be the case in general.”

			She cocked her head, her smile unwavering. Knowing him well, she was waiting for the rest of the thought. In the campfire light, she glowed.

			Since mentioning it to the king, the idea had been nagging Kitable. “It…” Kitable began, hating the way he hesitated. Finding words had never been so difficult. “It seems to me you no longer require my guidance.”

			He thought her smile waned a touch, but she stubbornly kept it in place. “Am I being too obstinate?” she joked, tossing her head. “Not that I’m apologizing or suggesting I will change. I gave up on that after the first cycle!”

			Their first cycle together had been filled with a profound awkwardness. She had been one part apologetic and one part deferential, which had been maddening. After enough time, Kitable had told her he had no patience for simpering people, and she had shocked him by dropping the charade. With her seeking to challenge him as much as he challenged her, the apprenticeship had thrived.

			But it will end, Kitable reminded himself. Two years was a short apprenticeship, but she had not come into it as a child. She had already known much. He had helped her grow her power. Her brilliance made him superfluous now.

			Kitable cleared his throat and pulled his traveling cloak around him. “It’s nothing,” he said, yawning. “But it has been a few years since I have been on my feet for such a long day. Sleep beckons.”

			A bedroll had never been his choice, but there were no shelters on hand, and conjuring something would leave a large aura to be noticed. He’d selected a roughly flat region, bunching his hood as a pillow.

			She paused, reconsidered her following sentence, then said, “Do you have an anchor for tomorrow?” She mirrored him by sliding into a well-used bedroll she had selected as supplies from Match and Mixer.

			Kitable shook his head. “We can Scry to get one tomorrow, then share it.”

			He considered making it into a lesson on the Two-Person Relocation spell but decided against it. He was going to be tired enough. The familiar Relocation spell was straightforward, and they both had plenty of practice with it. He could trust Shimmer to manage her own. A Two-Person Relocation, using a single spell to move them both, was far more complicated and better suited to anchors they knew well.

			“Sounds good,” she said, nestling down. Her red hair formed a pillow around her, framing her face. She closed her eyes and seemed to drift off immediately.

			Kitable watched her for a few moments over the fading fire. When he realized he was staring, he rolled over, determined to keep whatever was stirring in his thoughts from rising.

			After this mission, he decided, he would let her go. She deserved a title and a chance at making her own way in the world. Anything less was him being selfish.

			He found it hard to sleep.
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			In their travels the next day, they were at risk of getting burned by the summer sun. Kitable surrendered, finally wearing the hat Dust had lent him. It was wide-brimmed and rode uncomfortably low on his brow, and it made Shimmer reminisce about other misadventures she and her father had shared.

			Shimmer put on a bandanna and adjusted her collar strings to protect her shoulders. Her skin had become pale during their time together.

			The Relocation spells were flawless. Kitable did not have to prompt Shimmer at all. Once he had located their target, he passed her the anchor and spent another candle searching the area for any hints of magic surveillance. She joined him, holding the anchor at the ready while managing the other spells, a feat only a handful in the world could achieve. Once their inspection of the area yielded no hidden threats, they each cast their Relocation spells along the anchor.

			The woods he had chosen were on the Lour side of the border, making it unnecessary to deal with guards. Since King Tohmas’ reign had begun, the borders had become more tightly controlled, a necessity for properly applying taxes for the king and his kingsmen. They even had official documents prepared, although Kitable knew both of their personal versions were poor representations of the documentation the king was making more widespread. Shimmer’s listed no mother, something he had not asked her about. Doing so seemed hypocritical, as Kitable’s had no last name or parentage.

			Besides, not knowing her history was vital to preserving his respect for her, he was certain.

			Still, Kitable knew her previous life had forced her and her father to travel extensively, giving her a story for every bend in the road. He had to remind himself that her father was a traveling showman, making it unlikely that most of the stories were hers or even true, but they were still amusing.

			As they moved out of the forest and onto a well-traveled road, Shimmer returned to her stories of adventure, thievery, and love.

			The day passed with little of interest. While they sought a campsite, Shimmer went into telling a story about the first three founders of Clandac’s fishing trade: the man, the fish, and the worm.

			When Shimmer abruptly stopped her story, Kitable brought his attention to the road. In the late afternoon, there were no travelers. Instead, three men stood on the path, having hidden behind a bend. Two were on horseback, but the tallest man, who towered as tall as Carsh, stood with his arms across his chest at the center of the road.

			To avoid drawing attention to themselves, Kitable had ordered Shimmer to avoid using magic. They each wore basic hovering spells, hidden carefully from most divinations, and had an assortment of enchanted items. If someone were keeping Woodcutter’s Retreat out of Scrys, they would likely expect him to take notice. Overt spell casting could betray them.

			“There’s a toll,” one of the men on horseback insisted. “Hand over your pouch.”

			Apparently “toll” meant “thief.”

			With Shimmer looking to him for the reply, Kitable pulled the pouch from his belt and tossed it to the horse rider. It was easier than…

			“Radiance!” the standing man shouted, his beady eyes on Shimmer. “Hello, gorgeous! Bet you don’t remember me!”

			Standing tall, which invariably stuck out her chest and drew attention to the blouse slipping off her shoulders, Shimmer gave the man a twinkling smile.

			“Do I get the pouch back if I win?” she asked, laughing lightly. Before the man could answer, she said, “Black Wall tavern, south Clandac, four and a half years ago. You were so drunk, you never did tell me your name.”

			The man’s two companions chuckled when the thief blushed. “Hell of a night, too! What you doing with this peacock?” the man asked.

			Shimmer is an actress, Kitable reminded himself. The look of scorn she gave him, her master, had to be false.

			“Life got rough. I took a patron. This is Ren, boys,” his apprentice said in a fake Southern accent.

			Gritting his teeth, Kitable said nothing as they all smirked at him, assuming things he didn’t want to consider. Had they known they were wizards, “patron” would mean master. But without knowing that, any older man taking in a young, attractive woman was more likely to be looking for company after sunset.

			“A girl like you doesn’t need a patron, Radiance. You must still be making good money.”

			Complimented, Shimmer’s smile was no longer sweet. Even the way she sat had become deliberately captivating. Playing along, Kitable told himself. She was trying to keep the three armed men happy so they would let them pass.

			Hefting the pouch, the rider gave Shimmer a suggestively raised eyebrow. “I think we can pay your next month’s wages now,” the man declared. “You two are now our guests. For tonight, you’re staying with us.”

			There was a finality to the statement that made Kitable cringe. Time for a spell? He had at least two that could deal with all three men simultaneously. One was fatal too, and it was tempting in light of their disrespect of his apprentice.

			Shimmer laughed and started toward the thieves before Kitable could decide. “Can’t say I’d mind spicing things up! Tell me you’ve got some strong ale and consider me in!”

			Following Shimmer’s lead, Kitable did not activate his spells, knowing she was right. There would be another way.

			By the time they found the campsite in the woods, an obvious hideaway from the king’s soldiers, Kitable was reconsidering.

			There were, in fact, five of them. Whether Shimmer had known about the two behind them during her conversation, Kitable did not know. Still, her decision to join the men instead of fight seemed all the more practical when he spotted the highwaymen’s assorted weapons. All five were burly enough to have made their weapons effective. Trying to kill them all would have been tricky and risked injury. He was without many of his most critical defenses. A knife could kill a wizard, after all.

			Shimmer’s performance promised to be the safer, if more uncomfortable, solution.

			They made a show of sitting Kitable on a rock by the fire. Then, keeping all the gold spokes for themselves, they ostensibly gifted Shimmer one of the silver disc coins from Kitable’s purse. With the next gesture, they presented Shimmer with a wineskin of drink, and she, still the actress, took a quick gulp in preparation.

			Being the “peacock” kept him out of most of the festivities and so kept him sober. He wished he had been much less clear of mind.

			Shimmer danced.

			Her skirts were already cut to allow for dancing, and her blouse lay flatteringly low off her shoulders. Sensual and suggestive, she moved around the fire in time with the pound of a makeshift drum one of the men had made out of a pot. Despite the limitations, she was skilled enough to be on Leviathan’s grand stages, her movements graceful. She had the wineskin and its potent contents in hand as she moved, yet never spilled. At various intervals, she swept a leg over the lap of one of the onlookers and joined them in drinking.

			As she got progressively unstable, her face reddened, and her words became sloppy. The men matched her drink for drink, each growing louder and stupider. Eventually, one decided Kitable too should drink and prompted Shimmer to force some repulsive firedrink down his throat.

			Drunk as she was, she landed in his lap, hooked her legs around him, and guided the wineskin to his mouth. He had not quite figured out what to do—the sight of her legs up to the hip had a numbing effect on his mind—when she, under the guise of nibbling on his ear, whispered, “Whatever you do, don’t swallow.”

			Kitable spat a mouthful of mealy spirits to one side and choked on the rest, to the delight of the highwaymen. Surprised by her perfectly sober directions, the coughing was authentic.

			It took another quartercandle to understand fully.

			The thieves slowed down. With Shimmer still prancing between them, tipping more drink down any throat opening for it, the thieves became drowsy. One slipped off a log backward and did not sit back up. Soon, the man was snoring on the far side of the log, and while still snickering at their friend’s sudden slumber, two more toppled over themselves.

			Shimmer was sitting on the fifth one when he finally went down, a smile on his face. Gingerly, Kitable’s apprentice pulled the man’s unconscious head from her bosom where it had fallen and placed the man on the ground.

			She dusted herself off as she rose.

			With a finger to her lips, she gathered her bag, and together, they loosed all the horses. Despite the sun’s absence, they found their way back to the road and went on their way.

			When the morning dawn arrived, Kitable finally felt they had put enough distance between the attackers and themselves to allow conversation.

			She pre-empted him by a breath.

			“Heavy dose of old lady’s slippers flower and a touch of frozen freedom extract,” she said. “The old lady’s slippers knocks them out, but the freedom makes them happy about it. It also prevents them from noticing they’re being drugged, which is nice. I’m glad I remembered it.”

			Kitable glanced at her canvas side bag, wondering what else was hiding in its depths. Dust Weaver was known as a juggler, a bard, and an apothecary. Shimmer Weaver was a match for her father with herbs and potions. Although it had been a long time, Kitable had seen her use her knowledge before.

			He decided he would have to take over making the tea in the morning. If she could knock out five full-grown men, he did not want her messing with anything he drank.

			“I couldn’t get the rest of the coins back,” she said with a frown. “I’m not as good as my papa when it comes to picking pockets but…” She held out the single disc they had given her, the silver flash muted in the dawning light. “Should be enough to get accommodations for a few nights, less though if we have to buy food too often. I can dance for dinner anyway, so you can…” When she trailed off, he realized she was looking at him. “You’re not mad at me, are you? I never wanted—”

			“You did well, Radiance.” He used her fake name to get around the more revealing use of her real name. “I forgot how varied your skills were.”

			He meant it as a compliment, but she bit her lip in the sunrise and turned her eyes back to the road. He had the distinct impression he had said something wrong.

			With an inn ahead and a sleepless night behind, they stopped to rest instead of speaking further.

			Knowing the common spaces would be busy in the morning, they shared a single room, where Shimmer curled up in her bedroll and slept on the floor.

			[image: ]

			Shimmer slept well in the familiar bedroll, dozing until midday. She woke when Kitable stirred, and still without much conversation, they hiked out once more to catch up on lost time. With their money limited, Shimmer handed the remaining funds from their room rental to Kitable and went to talk to the innkeeper of their next stop. Given permission, she adjusted her clothes and earned her dinner.

			At least one man recognized her, calling her Seraph, so she became Seraph for a night.

			Kitable sat at the bar, looking like a puppy stuck in a snowstorm. She had convinced another man to buy her a drink with dinner when Kitable finally left to go to his room.

			It was harmless flirting, but she feared he was misunderstanding. She could get free food by pulling her top that much lower over her breasts and her skirt farther down her hips. By dancing, she could earn a handful of coins, coins which they would need to buy food and shelter until they reached their destination. Once in Woodcutter’s Retreat, Kitable could reveal himself as the wisavi and expect the king’s name would provide everything they needed. Until then, they had to survive. It was not as if she was going to sleep with any of her would-be suitors.

			She had been fed nicely by the time she excused herself from her captive audience, pleading a place at her patron’s side, and found the room.

			He was on the bed, sitting cross-legged as he always did when Scrying, and had placed a Scry detecting stone on the bedside table. A spell word seemed on his lips, but he paused upon her arrival, disapproval seeping from his expression.

			Her heart dropped.

			“Nothing from Woodcutter’s Retreat,” he reported in a painfully bland voice.

			Shimmer checked, but the stone on the bedside table—enchanted to go red if Scrys were watching—remained a pleasant gray color. “Are you at least going to ask me about—”

			His raised hand stopped her cold. “I do not care,” Kitable insisted. “When I took you on, I told you your previous life did not matter. I hold to
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